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May 17, 2020 
 
Like millions of others around the world, COVID-19 has uprooted my life; upon first              
hearing about the virus spreading in the United States, my coping mechanism was to ignore it                
and pray that it would just go away. But it didn’t, and my classes were moved to online, my                   
roommate got stuck in California, my mom was left with no job, and I had to wake up and                   
realize that this was not something that could be ignored. Now here we are, two months into                 
quarantine with no real light at the end of the tunnel or certain deadline of when this might all be                    
over. Within those two months my coping strategy has shifted from ignoring the virus to reading                
about it constantly, to limiting my interaction with any news about the virus to once a day.                 
During my time where I read about everything, the statistics and the real-life stories and such, a                 
subconscious question emerges slowly like an anxious bubble ready to burst: where is God              
amidst COVID-19? What is godly in quarantine? Where is God amongst all this suffering? Why               
is God allowing this to happen? According to queer theologist, Marcella Althaus-Reid, God is              
always positioned in the exact places that we think God cannot be. God exists on the outskirts of                  
society, in the most disenfranchised and even the most depraved places. How can that idea be                1
applied to the worldwide pandemic that we are living in right now?This project seeks to take a                 
queer theological approach to the presence of God during the COVID-19 crisis. Using             
ecowomanist methods and theories as support, I will argue that a queer theological approach to               
COVID-19 is to exist and be profoundly in our bodies and aware of our own humanness and the                  
absolute frality of life.  
The mainstream narrative of where God resides during this time seems like it should be               
obvious. God, of course, is in our hard working nurses and our essential workers. Although               
1 Marcella Althaus-Reid, ​The Queer God ​(New York: Routledge, 2003), 3-4. 
COVID-19 has exacerbated this idea by plastering them on the cover of magazines like ​Time and                
Rolling Stone​, the godliness of medical professionals has roots in the rise of capitalism and               
secularization. As medicine and science advanced, God’s will became the doctor’s will. Our             
health and lives were no longer at the mercy of an all powerful entity, but rather the surgeon and                   
his scalpel. These very human and fallible people soon became seemingly physical            
manifestations of divine healing. This sentiment remains, and in this pandemic medical            
professionals and service workers, (now called “essential” despite the fact that they have never              
been praised as essential before), are deemed as angels, the only veil between us and the                
ever-terrifying virus. There is no doubt that these workers are integral to keeping our economy               
and society from collapsing, and that is exactly the point of why God is perceived to be within                  
them. Not only are they our new God, they are the cornerstones of capitalism; our country's                
richest need them to work continuously in order to keep reaping the benefits of this system.                
There can be no talk of God in the COVID-19 crisis without talk of the violence of capitalism.                  
By praising essential workers and hard working nurses we are also praising the violence and the                
exploitation of their bodies, and by association, an economic system that will continue this cycle.               
Take for example, my roommate's boyfriend who stocks shelves at Menard’s, a midwestern             
home improvement store. He often works twelve hour shifts without stopping to eat or use the                
bathroom. A few weeks ago my roommate watched him collapse in the bathroom from              
exhaustion. He blacked out for a few moments before he woke up, crying because he wasn’t sure                 
what had happened to him. His story isn’t uncommon, and mainstream COVID-19 narrative             
praises this occurrence. Our media makes it seem that this type of bodily sacrifice is good, godly,                 
and necessary. We clap altogether at 7 p.m. and fly airplanes over cities as if these empty                 
gestures can bring back lost life or apologize for the fact that our country has no infrastructure to                  
support its citizens during a crisis. But this is exploitation of “essential,” working bodies by               
capitalistic desire. Surely God cannot be there. God is not within continuing capitalism through              
any means necessary, God is not disembodied in the way that capitalism requires us to be.  
A queer theological analysis of COVID-19 reveals God not to be an exploitative             
authoritarian but rather the exploited human​. God is in the body that collapses from exhaustion               
on the cold tile, and the shock of the coldness against skin and bruises that form the next day.                   
God is the soreness of overworked muscles and bags underneath eyes. God incarnate is              
embodied. This embodiment can be explained through Althaus-Reid’s use of the theological            
term, ​kenosis​, which has historically been interpreted around God emptying Godself out into             
Jesus, and into humanness. ​Typically ​kenosis​—God’s self-emptying—is framed as an          2
endorsement of self-sacrifice as godly, however Althaus-Reid reworks the theological concept           
through a queer lens to explore the fullness of embodiment—grief, sex, and everything in              
between. We can apply this to the praise around the exploitation of essential workers during the                3
COVID-19 crisis. The value of the Protestant work ethic places God in the self-sacrifice that               
occurs through work and subsequently through capitalism, and many Chrisitans would assume            
that this is what is taking place when my roommate's boyfriend collapses on the bathroom floor                
after a long shift. However, Althaus-Reid’s queer approach to ​kenosis allows us to see that               
“bodies speak, and God speaks through them.” In other words, ​kenosis is not God emptying               
Godself out for the sake of self-sacrifice, but rather for the sake of disruption through pleasure                
and the experience of everything it means to be frail and be human. God empties Godself out                 
2 Althaus-Reid, 37-38. 
3 Ibid. 
into the physical body and the physical repercussions that come with that human body. This               
narrative is discouraged because it is a direct opposition to capitalism, where God lies within the                
items on the shelf, not the arms that put them there.  
Capitalism is a system that seeks to exploit us by breaking down our bodies, but because                
of queer ​kenosis​, our bodies are places in which God has emptied Godself into, what would it                 
mean to take a queer approach to recovering our godliness? ​Althaus-Reid reminds us that              
queering theology is all about creating a disruption to the heteronormative, captialistic,            
patriarchal narratives that govern our society. The ultimate way to achieve this, especially during              
this time of crisis during the COVID-19 pandemic, is to love our bodies and remind ourselves of                 
our fragile embodiment. For Althaus-Reid, this is realizing “that human beings [...] exist only in               
the image of God, [...] that Queerness is something that belongs to God, and that people are                 
divinely Queer by grace.” In other words, being embodied means being who you are by refusing                4
to conform, and knowing that God resides within your humanness and exists in your existence.               
In the context of COVID-19, this looks similar when thinking about the Protestant work ethic,               
that praises exploitation of essential workers and productivity even in times of strife. Not only               
does mainstream media during this time praise the degradation of working bodies, but bodies in               
quarantine as well. Social media and other news outlets bombard those in quarantine with              
sentiments to use this time to be productive in various ways, like learning a new language, skill,                 
or cleaning the house. Women staying at home are especially targeted by these narratives,              
pushing them to keep their children entertained and try new things in the kitchen. Just the other                 
day I received a catalog from a local grocery store. The front page was labelled “Gifts for Mom                  
4 Althaus-Reid, 34. 
in Quarantine,” and featured different cooking utensils and baking ingredients that were on sale.              
This encouragement of self-regulating productivity in quarantine is designed to keep bodies that             
are normally working still working. It is to condition ourselves and the ones around us to think                 
that we must be doing something to be productive at every single minute, and if we are not, we                   
are wasting our time. This is exacerbated through social media and the expectation that we will                
document our productivity, voluntarily participating in constant surveillance. These habits are           
intentionally encouraged, designed to disconnect us from our bodies so that we cannot see the               
violence that capitalism has inflicted on them. The way that we can use a queer theological                
approach to disrupt this violence is through reconnecting with our bodies and realizing our own               
embodiment. This act is profoundly theological because it reminds us of ​kenosis​, and the fact               
that God has emptied Godself into us and our experiences.  
The concept of embodiment is explained wonderfully in ecowomanist Emilie Townes           
work, “To Be Called Beloved: Womanist Ontology in Postmodern Refraction.” Within this text,             
Townes affirms that “loving one’s heart” is the most radical act that one can take to disrupt and                  
question the nature of oppressive regimes. As an ecowomanist, she crafts this argument using              5
the context of the centuries old oppresion of Black people through slavery, lynching, and              
segregation, and argues that because Black people have been so abused and hated by white               
mainstream thought and society, self-love of the body and of the heart is the most radical way to                  
not only disrupt oppression from white society, but also to disrupt the self-hatred that white               
abuse has created in the hearts of Black people. While the exploitation that our bodies experience                
in quarantine under capitalism in no way compares to the atrocities committed against Black              
5 Emilie Townes, “To Be Called Beloved: Womanist Ontology in PostModern Refraction” ​The Annual 
of the Society of Christian Ethics​, vol. 13 (1993): 94.  
people and Black communities throughout the history of the United States, and self-love and              
embodiment is not radical during COVID-19 the same way that it is radical for Black bodies,                
Townes’ theory of embodiment being a radical act to disrupt oppressive systems is useful when               
thinking about narratives of exploitation and productivity during the COVID-19 crisis. Townes            
argues that white mainstream society does not want Black people to love their bodies and seeks                
to sever the ties between body and soul, but just like Althaus-Reid argues that queer bodies ae                 
created in the image of God, Townes argues that Black bodies are as well. Despite the                
continuous disenfranchisement of Black people, Townes urges them to “stand up and dance with              
sometimes twisted hips the rest of what [their] hearts are saying.” Acknowledging and being in               6
their bodies is acknowledging their humanness, and therefore their godliness. In a similar way,              
acknowledging our bodies during the COVID-19 crisis is admitting our humanness and            
godliness. God is in validating our humanity. What this looks like in the context of the pandemic                 
is being embodied and listening to our bodies, and allowing ourselves to feel pleasure, engage in                
play, and rest. In the words of Althaus-Reid, “we might adopt that motto ‘Fuck the system by                 
simply being happy.’”  7
The ​COVID-19 crisis confronts us with our embodiment, and we wrongly assume that             
frailty is a bad thing, instead of relishing the body’s need for rest and play. God themself                 
mandated that we must observe the sabbath day and give ourselves a break from working. But                
capitalism neither sleeps nor rests, and we are reduced to productivity or utilitarianism. This is               
dehumanizing. When we acknowledge Godself within our bodies, we are able to disrupt the              
systems that exploit us. However, embracing corporeality, experiencing happiness, and indulging           
6 Townes, 115. 
7 Althaus-Reid, 148. 
in pleasure is more accessible to some rather than others. The COVID-19 crisis, in many ways,                
has laid bare existing issues that plague our society. The ones who are affected most by the                 
pandemic are the ones who face the most barriers to safely embrace pleasure, play, and rest, due                 
to acute systematic danger in the areas and intersections of race, class, abledness, sexual              
orientation, and gender. These are those of us that could be faced with harm or even death for                  
being embodied through pleasure, play, or rest. So far this paper has discussed much about               
home, making the assumption that it offers safety and security, a space that enables the embrace                
of your own corporealness. Home is not a safe space for everyone, like the thousands of women                 
that must stay home with abusive partners due to the shelter-in-place orders, or the transmen and                
transwomen that have had to return home to family members that constantly belittle them and               
use incorrect pronouns or deadnames. Black communities that reside in air-polluted areas and are              
experiencing a higher number of deaths as a result of environmental racism, and Latino children               
and families are ripped from their homes and forced into detention camps, where infection rates               
soar. These issues have always existed, but in this time of crisis they are heightened, and at the                  
same time these stories are more hushed than ever, as essential workers and singing celebrities               
saturate our media. This aspect of the COVID-19 crisis relates back to a theme that Althaus-Reid                
discusses, which is that queer theology disrupts mainstream theology and unveils the atrocities             
that are already present within the Christian theological tradition. She specifically mentions a             
sexual disruption, and argues that “by disrupting the sexual ideology of Christianity, a whole              
political project which works against people’s lives is also disrupted.” When we disrupt our              8
disembodiment, we disrupt capitalism, and when we disrupt capitalism, we are able to ask              
8 Althaus-Reid, 9. 
important questions about the COVID-19 crisis that get to the heart of the problem of why those                 
that were disenfranchised before the pandemic are even more so now. We can ask: why do we                 
have a system in place in the first place that cannot support us during a crisis? Why do we                   
assume that homes and families are safe places for everyone? Who is affected the most by this                 
virus? Because these disparities exist, God is also present in doing whatever is necessary to make                
indulgence in pleasure, play, rest, and our own corporealness safely accessible to everyone. A              
queer theological approach to COVID-19 is “not the improvement of a current theology through              
some addenda, [...] but a theology with a serious Queer materialist revision of its methods and                
doctrines.” In other words, COVID-19 has shown us that the systems we have in place cannot                9
be salvaged and must be dismantled and rewritten. Our current climate is completely ungodly,              
and we have been severed into two pieces of mind and body, with the body being demonized.  
As much as a queer theological approach concerns the presence of God within ourselves              
and our communities, it has to include the presence of God within the earth. With the                
overwhelming amount of praise for essential workers appearing in mainstream media, another            
common narrative is that the real virus is, metaphorically, human beings, and that as we have had                 
to stay within our homes, nature is healing. This sentiment is very problematic because it situates                
the blame for COVID-19 on human beings and implies that it is a result or punishment for                 
human mistreatment of nature. It also implies that God is COVID-19 or that God sent the virus to                  
protect God’s creation. What this sentiment leaves out is the fact that through queer ​kenosis​, God                
emptied Godself out into humans and every human experience. Humans are God’s creation and              
so is nature, and God is present in both, and just like God is present within our grief, God is                    
9 Althaus-Reid, 148. 
present within natural grief as well. Since God is embodied within us and we are created in                 
God’s image, God suffers alongside us. Our connection to nature is something that humans often               
ignore, forgetting that everything on earth is God’s creation. We think we can predict and point                
fingers to blame different people and countries as to why this pandemic has happened. We think                
we can track it down and tame it, but as Karen Baker Fletcher points out in her chapter on the                    
devastation of Hurricane Katrina, “How Women Relate to the Evils of Nature,” “we trick              
ourselves into believing we have tamed the very elements from which we are made.” Genesis               10
points out that in the beginning God made everything from chaos waters. We were made from                
chaos, and we think we have tamed the chaos of existence, but we cannot because we are chaos.                  
This is the other part of a queer theological approach to the COVID-19 crisis, which is the                 
acceptance of the chaos that is being human. Human life is extremely frail, and part of ​kenosis is                  
God fully experiencing this frailness. This uncertainty is chaotic and it's uncomfortable to             
confront our own mortal humanness. But this instability is reflected in nature as well, and instead                
of asking who started the pandemic, we have to accept that this is reality and this is the world.                   
This realization of human frailty puts us in our bodies. However, this chaos that exists around us                 
is not the same as evil, and we still have a responsibility to make sure that embodiment is                  
accessible to the most marginalized groups.  
Throuhgout this essay we have traced what a queer theological approach to the             
COVID-19 crisis would look like, coming to the conclusion that God, during this time, is in our                 
embodiment and the disruption of oppressive systems that keep us from reaching this             
embodiment, as well as the acceptance of the chaos from which we are made. While many things                 
10 Karen Baker-Fletcher, “How Women Relate to the Evils of Nature,” in ​Women and Chrisitanity,​ ed. 
Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan and Karen Jo Torjesen,​ ​(ABC-CLIO: Santa Barbara, 2010), 62. 
in this shifting world remain uncertain, one thing remains true: capitalism is a harmful system               
that exploits many and serves few. It cannot be remedied, it cannot be assuaged with government                
stimulus checks, it must be rewritten and dismantled. COVID has shown that everything is just a                
construct that can be reconstructed at any time, we have already shut the world down, it can be                  
rebuilt as well. Here’s to hoping that whatever the world looks like when we all come out of this,                   
it looks better than before.  
 
 
 
 
